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Introduction: Provisional Cities 
 
This is a book of cautionary tales about provisional cities. It is an incomplete account 
of the ways our ideas about cities have come under pressure ± and sometimes been 
transformed ± in extraordinary times. The advent of the Anthropocene has made 
questions of planetary settlement more urgent. It has also exposed the thought that 
any possible answer to these questions is provisional. This is a book, therefore, 
about unsettlement. 
 
The Anthropocene is a geological epoch of devastating human-induced changes to 
Earth systems ± changes which, in geological terms, are manifesting as 
catastrophes on a par with volcanism, glacial cycles and asteroid strikes. This book 
is part of a bloom of simultaneous responses to the Anthropocene thesis. However, it 
is distinctive in its imaginative focus on cities and settlements, and in its specific 
mode of inquiry, that is, stories. It is about the capacity for stories about the 
Anthropocene unsettlement to transform and shape reality. Stories have agency: 
deployed effHFWLYHO\µVWRULHVXQGRVWRULHV.¶ Storytelling is, among other things, the 
high-VWDNHVµEDWWOH¶EHWZHHQµXQMXVWQDUUDWLYHVDQGMXVWRQHVGLVDEOLQJLPDJLQDULHV
and enDEOLQJRQHV¶1 
The Anthropocene yokes together geological time with human history ± and reveals 
the surprising mutability of both. It is therefore both geostory and cautionary tale. 
This book is not about cataloguing the various threats to human settlements and 
habitation, or proposing solutions to living more sustainably and securely in cities 
around the world ± many good books of these types already exist. Instead it is 
something more tentative and more provisional: a study of how storying can help 
make sense of and assemble the realities we are dwelling in now. For ultimately, it is 
difficult to understand the story we are in. And yet the Anthropocene story offers the 
potent prospect of working with the unavoidable catastrophe rather than running for 
cover. Importantly for humanity, this cautionary tale offers the possibility of changing 
its own story. 
 
This book starts from the assumption that the anthropogenic impacts on Earth 
systems are not simply the concern of science, scientific authority, or of experts. 
They circulate in our social and cultural life, as a tangled and complicated set of 
tales, scenarios, proxies, networks, equations, models and conversations, which 
together have contributed to narratives of the Anthropocene. This book is caught 
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somewhere between interpreting the past, surveying the here-and-now, and 
imagining the future. The Anthropocene is a planetary condition within which new 
µVHWWOHPHQWV,¶ and new modes of settlement, will need to be negotiated. It is an event 
that can only be fully apprehended through consideration of the deep time of 
planetary processes. Terrestrial futures will bear scant evidence of contemporary 
human activity and its distinctive detritus. What we might consider our most lasting 
constructions of steel and stone will either be erased altogether or squeezed thin into 
layers of rock. Geological time frames may remind us that all human settlement is 
provisional, but global urban practices and contemporary geopolitics continue to 
show little recognition of the precarious interdependence of human and non-human 
worlds, their radical instability, their capacity to surprise. If the Anthropocene is 
showing us that everything ± even our most enduring symbols of mastery and 
permanence, from the dome of the Capitol Building to the temples of Ankor Wat ± is 
actually provisional, how can stories about settlement and unsettlement help us to 
meet and to cope with this new ontological and philosophical crisis? The 
Anthropocene ± understood as a cautionary tale ± may yet have the potential to help 
us embark on alternative trajectories.  
 
This is not to denounce µcities,¶ but to recognise that the history of cities ± in all its 
incarnations: garden cities, ecocities, sustainable cities, resilient cities, smart cities 
and so on ± as one grand narrative replacing the next, when ultimately they are all 
provisional. µProvisional cities¶is by no means a unifying term. The book addresses a 
wide array of sites, with divergent scales, times and scope: from past disaster zones 
to remote outposts in the present to future urban fossils. What links them is their 
precariousness, tentativeness, temporariness ± their ephemeral stability with respect 
to Earth inhabitation. If unsettlements  ± from tent cities to megalopolises  ± are 
stories about a planetary humanity, can they also be stories about how we have 
created, and how we might survive, the Anthropocene? Stories have the capacity to 
construct systems for acknowledging radical transformation and coping with 
instabilityIRUJLQJG\QDPLFQDUUDWLYHVDERXWKXPDQLW\¶Vprovisional relation to its 
planetary home. )RUµSrovisionality is not something to be overcome, a structural 
vulnerability, but rather the underlying condition of the world¶2  The Anthropocene 
story ± or geostory ± might allow for immersion in the world as it is, prone to rapid 
abrupt change, violent disruptions, sudden storms and perils. Perhaps it can help us 
cope with the idea that stability is transient and that we are always on unsure 
ground. The tricky thing is that humanity needs to learn to trust its own footing on this 
precarious ground ± to inhabit the cautionary tales of its own making. 
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Holocene disruptions 
 
This book is written during a time of disorientating and abrupt climate change, in 
what is increasingly being understood as the last years of a period of relative stability 
± the Holocene epoch. The unstable concept of the Anthropocene designates a 
move beyond the geologic conditions characteristic of the Holocene, and a shift into 
a novel epoch whose signature is irreversible human impact on earth and life 
processes.3 The unusually settled climate of the Holocene, which began with the 
ending of the last glacial epoch, 11,700 years ago, has also accompanied the 
approximately 10,000-year-long history of agricultural civilizations and city-building. 
Present generations of rapidly urbanising humans are thus likely to be living through 
the next shift in Earth epochs. As Jeremy Davies explains, 
The Holocene matters because it is the only geological epoch so far in which 
there have been symphony orchestras and hypodermic needles, moon 
landings and gender equality laws, patisseries, microbreweries, and universal 
suffrage ² or, to put it plainly, the agricultural civilizations that eventually made 
all of those things possible. With its demise, the civilized rights and pleasures 
previously confined to the Holocene will have to negotiate radically changed 
ecological conditions if they are to endure, let alone if they are to be extended 
more generously to more people. That is the political problem of the 
Anthropocene.4 
The Anthropocene, therefore, Davies concludes µDVVHUWVWKHSUHVVLQJQHHGWRUH-
imagine human and nonhuman life outside the confines of the Holocene.¶5 The 
problem, however, is that no one knows how to live in anything but the Holocene. 
The Anthropocene has been proposed as a new epoch on the Geological Time 
6FDOHWKDWUHFRJQLVHVWKHVKLIWLQWKHIXQFWLRQLQJRIWKH(DUWKV\VWHPWRDµQR
analogue state.¶6 This temporal moment, understood in terms of Earth strata, 
coincides with the particular historical juncture that has seen predictions of human-
induced climatic tipping points and extinction events expressed as a transgression of 
µplanetary boundaries¶.7 In addition to the build up of greenhouse gases, the new 
stratum could be defined by human landscape transformations exceeding natural 
sediment production (such as urbanisation and industrialised agriculture); by 
accumulated technofossils± plastics and concretes; by the acidification of oceans; by 
the relentless destruction of biota, and, above all, by radical instability.  
When understood in the context of deep Earth history, the scale of devastation 
observed indicates a transition to a new epoch in planetary time ± comparable to the 
transition from the Pleistocene to the Holocene, which saw a 5°C change in gl obal 
average temperature and a 120-meter change in sea levels. The reason we 
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understand the inception of the Anthropocene not just as change but as catastrophic 
change is that we are witnessing irreversible alterations unprecedented in the past 
11,700 years. In other words, the particular moment we are now living can only be 
interpreted on the Geological Time Scale ± any smaller scale of temporal reference 
cannot capture its uniqueness. 
It could be argued that anthropogenic climatic disruptions will turn out to be just one 
more hazard for (DUWK¶VLQKDELWDQWV in a sequence that stretches over milennia, from 
plague and pestilence to the prospect of nuclear annihilation. Can it really get worse 
then it has already been? For humans ± urban or otherwise ± and our companion 
species, the answer appears to be a resounding yes. What climate records show, in 
addition to the connection between CO2 levels and global temperatures, is that the 
last glaciation was a time of frequent and traumatic climate swings, and of dwindling 
itinerant human populations that only just made it through. Humans only settled 
down when the climate did, building villages, towns and cities, and inventing all the 
basic technologies ± agriculture, metallurgy, writing. Until the climate cooperated, the 
exceptional ingenuity claimed by the human species was not enough to help them 
embark on agriculture and city building.8 In other words, the entire human history of 
urbanization PLJKWEHVHHQDVFRLQFLGLQJZLWKµDIOXNHLQHDUWKKLVWRU\.¶9 Moreover it is 
the construction and maintenance of cities (and the survival of their human 
inhabitants) that is now understood as responsible, directly or indirectly, for most of 
the Earth system changes associated with the Anthropocene: CO2 emissions, 
changed patterns of erosion and sedimentation, and bio-diversity loss. The 
provisional making of cities and settlements continues to be bound up in the notion 
of a threshold between the Holocene and the Anthropocene. 
 
The Anthropocene thesis entails the idea that continuing to live in the Holocene is no 
longer an option. The Anthropocene thus unsettles any preconceptions we might 
have about modes of habitation and settlement on Earth. It suggests that we can no 
longer hope either to remain settled or to return to a settled state after only a brief 
interlude of crisis. Yet if we accept the idea of µliving in the Anthropocene¶ ± even 
temporarily, or for this moment in time ± in what sort of time and what sort of space 
do we find ourselves? A new epoch, by definition, is marked by a lasting geological 
signature. Only the most radical changes in the Earth¶VELOOLRQ\HDUKLVWRU\ have 
been inscribed in its geological strata thus far. The Anthropocene thesis suggests 
that future rocks will bear witness to geomorphic transformations of our time; the 
result of human activities now taking place at an unprecedented scope and planetary 
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scale. µ7KHQRWLRQRIWKH$QWKURSRFHQHWKHQYLYLGO\FDSWXUHVWKH folding of the 
human into the air, into the sea, the soil and DNA.¶10 As Oliver Morton notes: 
It may seem nonsense to think of the (probably sceptical) intelligence with 
which you interpret these words as something on a par with plate tectonics or 
photosynthesis. But dam by dam, mine by mine, farm by farm and city by city it 
is remaking the Earth before your eyes.11 
 
Geophysical and ecological changes at the global scale, from climate change to 
biodiversity loss, alongside rapid urbanization and economic globalization, seem to 
indicate that humanity should prepare itself for sudden and unpredictable change. 
Projections show that the greatest risks will be borne by the most economically and 
geographically vulnerable communities. There is also a growing interest in planetary-
scale responses, with private enterprise proposing a number of more-or-less 
fantastical, often highly intrusive, geoengineering fixes. Some commentators, such 
as Mark Lynas in The God Species, argue for taking renewed control of the planet 
through climate engineering and biotechnology, with a view to managing (DUWK¶V 
systems in an artificial but Holocene-like state. Others argue for reigning in 
technological intervention and trying instead to restore balance ± a kind of return to 
nature. The urgent need to reduce the vulnerabilities of large human populations in 
rapidly changing environments has, paradoxically, tended to obscure the 
philosophical and cultural shifts that are inevitably bound up with the more scientific-
WHFKQLFDODGMXVWPHQWVWRµOLYLng in the Anthropocene.¶7KLVERRNVHHNVWRDGGUHVVWKis 
omission within the gap ± the interval, or hiatus ± we now appear to be inhabiting; 
the hinge between Holocene and Anthropocene. If the advent of the Anthropocene is 
being announced as a planetary emergency, it is also an opportunity for reflection.  
<Figure 0.1 here> 
 
Planet of Cities in Planetary Crisis 
 
The Anthropocene is a story unfolding on the planetary scale. It thus calls up the 
many different ways that the planetary has been refigured through the idea of the 
city. From ,VDDF$VLPRY¶VVFL-fi planet-city of Trantor and Constantin Doxiadis 
Ecumenopolis that covered the globe through to the experimental cities of planetary 
consciousness, such as Arcosanti and Auroville. The planet-city dyad is also 
expressed in the cosmopolitanism of Kant (via the Stoics) and the cosmopolitics of 
Stengers and Latour, who each combine cosmos with polis ± the root of both politics 
and the city. The story of Earth is, increasingly, a story of cities: humanity inhabits an 
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urbanised and urbanising planet. The accelerated growth of settlements, cities, 
megacities is considered the most characteristic geophysical feature of the so-called 
Anthropocene-in-the-making. As the philosopher Michel SerrHVQRWHVµ:KHQLWLV
unevenly distributed, skyrocketing demographic growth becomes concentrated and 
stuck together in giant units, colossal banks of humanity, as powerful as oceans, 
deserts or icecaps, themselves stockpiles of ice, heat, dryness, or water¶12 The 
Anthropocene is identified by the ecological disturbances and environmental 
destruction associated with the processes of urbanization, resulting from transport, 
sanitation and waste, manufacturing, energy production and consumption, 
engineered and agronomic systems. These go beyond mere surface inscriptions; 
they go deep in their disruption to earth systems processes. As the VLWHRIµXUEDQ
GLVWXUEDQFHV¶± or urban±driven evolution, from the level of the urban ecosystem to 
the planetary scale ± the Anthropocene is evidenced by modifications of habitat and 
new biotic interactions between plant and animal populations.13 Whether drawing 
DWWHQWLRQWRDQµXUEDQDJH,¶14 WKHµDJHRIKXPDQV,¶ RULQGHHGWKHµXUEDQWKURSRFHQH,¶15 
we are, in effect, describing a planet of cities in planetary crisis.  
 
7KHPDMRULW\RIWKHZRUOG¶VSRSXODWLRQOLYHLQRUUHO\RQFLWLHV&LWLHVKDYHbecome an 
increasingly dominant land-use and resource-use, with dependencies, relations and 
impacts that spread out from their hinterlands across the globe. The dominant 
patterns of this µplanetary urbanization¶ show no sign of slowing down.16 These 
include energy intensive developments, suburban sprawl, disconnected 
infrastructures and speculator-led construction. And it is well understood that it is the 
wasteful ways that cities have expanded, the persistence of carbon-fuelled economic 
systems, and the exploitation of resources, that have led to the present crisis. 
Conversely, it is also clear that the impacts of escalating crises ± financial, 
democratic, environmental ± are concentrated in cities. Nevertheless, in 2012 the 
UN Habitat report stated WKDWµCities can offer remedies to the worldwide crises ± if 
only we put them in better positions to respond to the challenges of our age, 
optimizing resources and harnessing the potentialities of the future.¶17 
 
8SWRDSRLQWµ2XUKHDYLO\XUEDQLVHGplanet,¶1LJHO&ODUNUHPLQGVXVµLVDOVRD
FKURQLFDOO\WXUEXOHQWRQH¶18 There is every reason to feel uneasy about the future 
prospects of an urbanised planet, not least because of the growing awareness of the 
limits of human agency ± that is, the capacity to act, or make a difference, in a 
warming and unstable world. With crisis inevitable, strategies of adaptation and 
mitigation are now a priority for cities, governments and markets. The task of urban 
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planners, architects and engineers has been to prepare cities, settlements and 
infrastructures for unpredictable conditions. Their focus has been on the capacity of 
settlements to adapt to climate change and of ways to µGHVLJQLQ¶UHVLOLHQFH. Recent 
proposals for future cities have therefore emphasised flexibility ± amphibious 
constructions, hybrid ecologies, ecosystem engineering and smart technologies. 
They have also imagined security, in the form of physical barriers, strategies of 
managed retreat, and proposals for colonising subterranean spaces, the sea, or the 
sky.  
 
But in spite of all these innovations that claim a degree of preparedness for living 
with uncertainty, the conventions of urban design and planning have, in practice, 
changed little. They remain rigid and reactionary. While tensions persist between the 
upheavals effected by top-down city planning and the incremental change of bottom-
up approaches, democratic paths to decision-making in cities remain elusive. It 
seems unlikely that urban planning ± at either the imaginative or administrative 
levels ± will suddenly acquire the necessary agility, worldwide and simultaneously, to 
preempt the coming crisis. As Mike Davis observes, even if global agreement were 
possible, achieving worldwide adaptation to climate change along with poverty 
DOOHYLDWLRQDQGWKHDVVLVWHGPLJUDWLRQRISHRSOHVµZRXOGFRPPDQGDUHYROXWLRQRI
almost mythic magnitude.¶19 The task implies a more equitable redistribution of 
income and power unprecedented in human history. In his view, no person or 
organisation is capable of coping with the problems facing a rapidly urbanising 
planet: 
No-one. Not the UN, the World Bank, the G20: no-one has a clue how a planet 
of slums with growing food and energy crises will accommodate their biological 
survival, much less their aspirations to basic happiness and dignity.20 
The Anthropocene describes the collision between the industrial civilization of cities 
DQGWKH(DUWK¶VJHRDQGELRVSKHUHV7KHFDWDVWURSKHRIWKH7LWDQLFLQ± the 
crash of a mobile, state of the art, miniature techno-city with a 10,000 year old piece 
of Greenland ice± presents an allegorical forewarning of the Anthropocene. It seems 
DQµLGHDO$QWKURSRFHQHWDOH¶RQHWKDWLVµcompressed between technological 
optimism and natural catastrophism¶21 But it also indicates that the human 
catastrophe cannot be avoided simply with better engineering, improved 
management and a bit more foresight. For it is also a tale about the social 
relationships inscribed in the ship, and in the shipwreck: there were not enough 
lifeboats, but there were some for first-class passengers. If the tendency of 
Anthropocene discourse is to underline that in terms of the planetary crisis µZHDUH
DOOLQWKHVDPHERDW¶WKHQDUUDWLYHDOVRUHYHDOVDJDLQDQGDJDLQWKDWZHDUHQRWDll in 
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it in the same way.22 
 
Anthropoceneries 
Corporate owned seed and genetically engineered fish, plastic-laden oceans 
and soil-burdened rivers, disappearing animal beings and evolving machine 
intelligence, rising seas and retreating ice fields, drought-stricken regions and 
inundated coastal zones, last gasps of going-extinct charismatic megafauna 
and rapid blooms of post-antibiotic microbial diseases, continental urban 
sprawls and miniscule remote wilderness, light-polluted night and exhaust 
polluted day.23 
Entry into the Anthropocene comes with an array of warnings not to hope to keep 
things the way they are. We have already failed; and delusions to the contrary may 
lead us into further harm. 7LPRWK\:/XNH¶V FDWDORJXHRIµDQWKURSRFHQHULHV¶of the 
µXUEDQWKURSRFHQH¶draws attention to the damage already done. The Anthropocene 
thesis is a thought experiment: as ontologically unsettling to established worldviews 
as it will be in the most practical sense to great tranches of the urbanised human 
population. The cautionary tale of the Anthropocene ushers in a series of 
unsettlements, temporal, spatial, political and conceptual. The Anthropocene -
demands a stretching of the imagination backwards and forwards over timescales 
much vaster than we usually think in, and over incommensurable negotiations and 
arrangements of settlements. It forces us to inhabit not merely a lifetime or a 
generation, EXWµGHHSWLPH.¶Disorienting as this is, it is also an invitation to extend 
our sense of responsibility; to redouble our efforts for social and environmental 
justice, not just for present day Earth inhabitants but for those who come after us ± 
including generations of humans ZKRZLOOEHOLYLQJLQDZRUOGZHFDQ¶WLPDJLQHRQ
terms witKµQDWXUH¶WKDWZHFDQEDUHO\EHJLQWRFRPSUHKHQG. Valued ways of living 
will have to be renegotiated in the face of radically changed environmental 
conditions. Most of these changes have not been forced on us yet; but if we have the 
capacity to anticipate them, we also, arguably, have the obligation to brace 
ourselves for the coming confrontation. 
The Anthropocene idea arrives in an era RIDPELYDOHQFHDERXWKXPDQV¶
extraordinary capability to influence the planet we inhabit. But nature and the Earth 
are not simply benevolent entities at the mercy of a power-crazed humanity. If the 
Anthropocene is a cautionary tale ± a warning against the hubris of exaggerating the 
reach of human agency ± it also draws attention to a collective disavowal of the 
power wielded by the non-human and more-than-human ± even what might be 
called cosmic agency. In the Anthropocene, we are increasingly being made aware 
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of the forces that threaten to wash, irradiate, or blow us into oblivion. This might be 
expected to alert us to a diminishing human agency and a decentring of the human. 
For in a worst-case scenario, regardless of what humans do next, it is possible that 
the Earth might undergo extreme volcanic events or be hit by an asteroid. 
Researchers in disaster studies tell us that when it comes to the next hurricane, 
earthquake or eruption, it is not a case of if, but when. As Georges Bataille reminds 
us, µWKHJURXQGZHOLYHRQLVOLWWOHRWKHUWKDQDILHOGRIPXOWLSOHGHVWUXFWLRQV¶24 We 
dwell between catastrophes, between the perturbations of the atmosphere, 
hydrosphere, biosphere, heliosphere, cryosphere, lithosphere ± air, water, life, sun, 
ice and rock. Volcanic eruptions, earthquakes, tsunamis, floods, hurricanes and 
typhoons are the norm rather than the exception. Moreover, it is now a familiar 
observation WKDWWKHUHLVQRVXFKWKLQJDVDµQDWXUDOGLVDVWHU.¶The degree of 
urbanization over the last 250 years is exceptional in the relatively short history of 
the human species ± and with this astounding amount of city building has come the 
increased vulnerability of large numbers of urban populations to natural hazards.  
The megacities and the vast urban conglomerations of today might be posited as the 
inevitable end product of the Holocene. Yet urban restlessness resists 
categorisation$V$EGRX0DOLT6LPRQHREVHUYHVFLWLHVDUHUDWKHUZRUOGVRIµFRQVWDQW
rehearsal and revision, improvisation and experimentation, planning and 
anticipation.¶25 The dramatic tehnological and social changes in metropolitan regions 
in the last century have been surprising even overwhelming, but as Edward Soja 
observes, µ,WLVDOPRVWVXUHO\WRRVRRQWRFRQFOXGHZLWKDQ\FRQILGHQFHWKDWZKDW
happened to cities in the late twentieth century was the onset of a revolutionary 
change or just another minor twist on an ROGWDOHRIXUEDQOLIH¶26 Zygmunt Bauman 
warns of attempts to forecast what will become of cities: µ:KHWKHUFDXWLRXVRU
reckless, radical or ambivalent, partisan or uncommittal, there was hardly a single 
prognosis that has not been dismissed by some other writers[...]¶27 When it comes to 
cities, therefore, we should continue to be cautious about predictions of the future. 
Cities are inherently unstable, unpredictable and averse to smooth functioning. And 
there are plenty of tales about troubled cities ± failed projects, disappeared 
neighbourhoods, disfunctional politics, disjunctions and upheavals ± that jostle with 
predictions of growth and development. Discordant stories about city-dwelling are in 
step with the general state of alarm about the sustainability of cities. Whether as an 
issue arising out of the inevitable ecological impacts of cities, or as recognition of the 
increasing stresses of urban population expansion without the requisite economic 
and infrastructural underpinnings on water, energy, transport services ± there are 
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plenty of things that need sorting out in cities. Burgeoning cities around the world, we 
are repeatedly told, are poised on the brink of a planetary state of emergency, and 
yet make few concessions to the calamities that threaten to engulf them. This book 
about provisional cities touches on what it means to dwell within an unfolding 
disaster of human making, a world without stability ± and yet continue to attempt the 
fiction of a settled life. 
 
This book does not intend to veer between warnings of apocalypse and calls for 
adaptation ± as if it were a straightforward matter to build better, smarter, stronger, 
catastrophe-proof cities. Recent years have provided access to difficult new 
knowledge about potentially abrupt climate change and cataclysmic earth processes 
that are likely to undermine all the best laid plans. Any projects to accommodate a 
rapidly urbanizing population must therefore take into account the certainty of 
intermittent catastrophe, but also, beyond this, the possibility that the relatively stable 
conditions ± both political and physical ± so relied on by contemporary humans and 
so conducive to their constructions, could disappear with very little warning. The 
Anthropocene and its anthropoceneries thus provokes thinking about what abrupt 
and irreversible climate change would mean for some of the more settled ideas 
about human settlement.  
Fear and Trembling 
As cities collapse and grow desolate when there is an earthquake and man 
erects his house on volcanic land only in fear and trembling and only briefly, so 
life itself caves in and grows weak and fearful when the concept-quake caused 
by science robs man of the foundation of all his rest and security, his belief in 
the enduring and eternal.28  
 
The trouble with science, according to Nietszche, was that it was fundamentally 
unsettling. His neologism µconcept-quake¶ ± Begriffsbeben  ± plays on the enduring 
metaphor of an earthquake to express the radical sense of contingency provoked by 
the discoveries of nineteenth-century scientific empiricism. The coining of the 
µAnthropocene¶ neologism marks an equally momentous epochal crisis. This epoch 
naming brings with it its own concept-quake whereby confidence in the stability and 
permanence of the world, its institutions and constructions, is shattering. At the same 
time, the advent of the Anthropocene signals a planetary crisis of agency. As Bruno 
/DWRXUSXWVLWµHow can we simultaneously be part of such a long history, have such 
an important influence, and yet be so late in realizing what has happened and so 
XWWHUO\LPSRWHQWLQRXUDWWHPSWVWRIL[LW"¶29 
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NietszFKH¶VPHWDSKRULVVWLOODSW for a world that recognises its existence as 
increasingly contingent and precarious. The Anthropocene arrives at a particular 
juncture when information from earth sciences research, philosophical enquiry on 
human and non-human relations, and a focus on ethico-political issues arising from 
ecological predicament coalesce ± with the common theme of a volatile, 
unpredictable cosmos. Anthropogenic climate change and the concomitant 
disruption of earth processes is ontologically scary. It is both intensely local ± as 
when a place we know intimately and depend upon (or else a place remote from us 
but that looms large in our fantasies, a kind of global µunreal estate,¶30 like Venice, or 
New Orleans) is threatened ± and massively distributed in time and space. It 
provokes a reflection on our place on Earth and in the cosmos: what is the human, 
what is society, what is Earth; what does it mean to exist at all?31 The Anthropocene 
thesis provokes the question: What does all of this mean for the settled Holocene life 
we have taken for granted? There is much to unsettle us and keep us awake in the 
night.  
,QKLVUHDGLQJRI6RUHQ.LHUNHJDDUG¶VFear and Trembling, Jacques Derrida writes, 
µ:HWUHPEOHLQWKDWVWUDQJHUHSHWLWLRQWKDWWLHVDQLUUHIXWDEOHSDVWDVKRFNKDVEHHQ
felt, a traumatism has already affected us) to a future that cannot be anticipated; 
DQWLFLSDWHGEXWXQSUHGLFWDEOH«DSSUHKHQGHGSUHFLVHO\as unforeseeable, 
unpredictable; approached as unapproachable.¶32 Living within an unfolding disaster, 
in a Holocene world that is ending, provokes µDGHHSshuddering of temporality.¶33 
7LPRWK\0RUWRQ¶VWHUPhyperobjects denotes some of the characteristic entities of 
the Anthropocene. µFor it is gigantic nonhuman beings²radioactive materials, global 
warming, the very script RIWKHOD\HUVLQ(DUWK¶VFUXVWWKDWRSHQVWKH$QWKURSRFHQH²
who bring about the end of the world.¶34 These harbingers of the Anthropocene are 
met with opposition: µ7KHSDQLFDQGGHQLDODQGULJKW-wing absurdity about global 
ZDUPLQJDUHXQGHUVWDQGDEOH¶ writes Morton. µHyperobjects pose numerous threats to 
individualism, nationalism, anti-intellectualism, racism, speciesism, 
DQWKURSRFHQWULVP\RXQDPHLW3RVVLEO\HYHQFDSLWDOLVPLWVHOI¶35 Morton observes 
that recognition of the crisis alerts us not only to our potential physical destruction 
(via storm, flood, fire, or drought) but points to the metaphysical evaporation of our 
µworld.¶For Morton the contemporary condition is Dµfundamental shaking of being, a 
being-quake¶36  
 
In The Natural Contract, 0LFKHO6HUUHVGHVFULEHVRXUSODQHWDU\FRQGLWLRQDVµOLYLQJLQ
DSHUPDQHQWHDUWKTXDNH¶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For, as of today, the Earth is quaking anew: not because it shifts and moves in 
its restless, wise orbit, not because it is changing, from its deep plates to its 
envelope of air, but because it is being transformed by our doing«We are 
disturbing the Earth and making it quake! Now it has a subject once again.37 
Serres invites coming to terms with cosmic processes that have gone on from way 
before, and will continue long aIWHURXUVSHFLHV¶FRQVWUXFWLRQV ± and with utter 
indifference to them. Before cities could even be imagined, the planet went through 
periodic upheavals and constructions of its own. Any consideration of cities and 
settlements may therefore need to touch on those lithic architectures ± the 
geophysical forms of earthly mobility and place-making, such as plate-tectonics, 
seismic upheavals and eruptions, that are beyond the scope of human involvement. 
To think of provisional cities, landscapes, infrastructures and settlements that are 
open to being reworked and reconfigured as a result of convulsive earth systems 
suggests, paradoxically, the reinstantiation RIIRXQGDWLRQDOµJURXQG¶DVDQXQVWDEOH
present. We might also need to uncover stories about cities that allow for the 
imagination of worlds indifferent and incomprehensible to humans.  
 
The Anthropocene story offers insights into the work of researchers in the 
geophysical sciences, in their discoveries of a turbulent world. As philosopher 
*UDKDP+DUPDQREVHUYHVµ7KH history of the universe is packed with numerous 
fateful revolutions: the emergence of the heavier elements from hydrogen; the birth 
of solar systems; the breakup of Pangaea into multiple continents; the emergence of 
multicellular life,«¶38 Thinking about the Anthropocene invites consideration of both 
scientific accounts and philosophical deliberations about the ways in which the Earth 
is changing, and the ways humans and worlds they inhabit are changing, or failing to 
change, with it. It alerts us to µliving with earth and cosmic processes . . . in the 
context of a deep, elemental underpinning that is at once a source of profound 
insecurity.¶39 The Earth wobbles, leaving humanity unsteady and wavering. The 
Anthropocene story involves the being-quake, the concept-quake, as well as the just 
plain scary earthquake ±  how should humans act when they have so little stability 
on offer?  
 
The Anthropocene and other tales 
The shared vocabularies of loss, catastrophe, cataclysm, disaster and crisis, along 
with the compulsion to story across times and places, are two key features of 
Anthropocene unsettlement. In the face of events that are unpredictable, and 
incommensurable with our day-to-day lives, we fashion tales of the destruction 
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and/or the improbable endurance of cities and city dwellers. Cities in trouble are a 
ceaseless spur to storytelling. Stories have accompanied cities through frequent 
disasters, for example, in the chain of dire warnings that is 0LNH'DYLV¶s Dead Cities 
and other Tales. In a book ostensibly about West Coast US urbanism, Davis weaves 
together tales of asteroid impacts, mass extinctions, Victorian disaster fiction, 
planetary gravitational imbalances and anthropogenic climate change. Scary stories 
about cities and their uncertain futures in what is being termed the Anthropocene 
might perhaps offer at once a more provocative and more attentive engagement with 
present conditions. They may be what allows us finally to face up to, and grapple 
with, the prospect of irreversible changes in the Earth system. Cautionary tales have 
steered us through the fears and paranoias of the last century of anthropogenic 
calamity, confronting the unknowable and thinking the unthinkable. We have turned 
to stories to work through the consequences of pollution and toxicity, confront 
nuclear threats and the Cold War, deal with environmental distresses and 
inbalances, and imagine life in the aftermath of devastation. Cautionary tales allow 
us to rehearse, if not avoid, a distorted future world of our own making: a world in 
which there may or may not be room for our own species.  
 
In the early twenty-first century, we are steeped in stories of the destruction of 
habitats, cities and infrastructures, either because of humans, and in spite of 
humans. These are all cautionary tales for the Anthropocene. In 1886, the same year 
WKDWWKH+RORFHQHZDVRIILFLDOO\DSSURYHGDVWKHµZKROO\UHFHQW¶JHRORJLFDOHSRFK, 
Richard Jefferies published After London, where he imagined the collapse of 
civilisation, with London engulfed in a poisonous miasma after some mysterious 
cataclysmic event. ,Q-*%DOODUG¶VQRYHOThe Drowned World (1962), flora and 
fauna reached colossal sizes after the world warms dramatically, a previously 
temperate London now so hot as to be uninhabitable as the earth regresses to 
earlier climatic conditions. A Fable for Tomorrow, the innocently titled prologue In 
5DFKHO&DUVRQ¶VSilent Spring (1962), warns about contamination by pesticides and 
nuclear fallout by weaving a poetic narrative about seasonal disfunction and 
desolation in an everyday US town. Environmental apocalypse was imagined in the 
New York of +DUU\+DUULVRQ¶VQRYHOMake Room, Make Room! (1966) and also in the 
film it inspired, Soylent Green (1973), which reveals the macabre solution to a 
resource-stricken city wherHPRVWKXPDQEHLQJVDUHFRQVLGHUHGµVXUSOXV¶. The 
DQQLKLODWLRQRIWKHZRUOG¶VFLWLHVLQWKHZRUVW-case scenarios of nuclear war, 
developed by Herman Kahn with the Rand Corporation, set the scene for Stanley 
.XEULFN¶Vapocalypse satire Dr Strangelove (1964). &RUPDF0F&DUWK\¶VThe Road 
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(2006), adapted into an eponymous film (2009), is a vision of utter ecological 
devastation that reduces the few survivors to scavenging or cannibalism. Jeff 
1LFKROV¶ILOPTake Shelter (2011) set in small-town Ohio, explores a construction 
ZRUNHU¶Vpremonitions of an apocalyptic storm that results in compulsive yet 
seemingly pointless shelter building. 7KHSURSKHWLFYLVLRQVRIWKLVµPRGHUQGD\1RDK¶
are dismissed by his family and friends as the product of inherited mental illness ± 
they WKXVµsafely annex the apocryphal storm as a symptom of his psychological 
WXUPRLO¶40 There is no re-assurance of safety from the storm in the film- instead it 
augurs the kind of unsettlement and uncertainty we may need to get used to. Such 
cautionary tales negotiate the discord between the actual and the (im)possible, and 
test the pragmatic, moral, physical and psychological consequences of certain 
courses of action. They compel us to imagine how things could be ± disastrously ± 
otherwise than the more or less stable state we have always known. Cautionary 
tales can be a strategy for dealing with a contingent, turbulent, uncertain future of 
KXPDQLW\¶VRZQ making.  
 
7KH8QLWHG1DWLRQV¶ Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) reports  
have consistently warned of possible devastating impacts of anthropogenic climate 
change. And with each report, real events are catching up with the worst-case 
scenarios. In 2007, The Independent offered five different scenarios for the world in 
the year 2100, warming in one degree increments between 2.4DQG,WGLGQ¶W
look good: 
+6.4°: Most of life is exterminated  
Warming seas lead to the possible release of methane hydrates trapped in 
sub-oceanic sediments: methane fireballs tear across the sky, causing further 
warming. The oceans lose their oxygen and turn stagnant, releasing poisonous 
hydrogen sulphide gas and destroying the ozone layer. Deserts extend almost 
to the Arctic. "Hypercanes" (hurricanes of unimaginable ferocity) 
circumnavigate the globe, causing flash floods which strip the land of soil. 
Humanity reduced to a few survivors eking out a living in polar refuges. Most of 
life on Earth has been snuffed out, as temperatures rise higher than for 
hundreds of millions of years.41  
From the data-driven scenarios and decadal timescales of IPCC reports through to 
examples in mainstream media (The Day After Tomorrow, 2004; The Age of Stupid, 
2009), the contemporary imagining of possible futures has been dominated by doom 
and gloom, a realized eschatology of global environmental change ± now 
culminating in the Anthropocene. Recent utopian designs for urban futures are 
likewise influenced by a pessimistic futurology, LQKHULWHGIURPWKH¶VZRUVW-case 
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scenarios of Limits to Growth and A Blueprint for Survival. In the early twenty-first 
century, back-to-basics survival manuals proliferate alongside exuberant 
technofantasies of massive-scale geoengineering. Indeed, these are two sides of the 
same ecotopian/eschatological  coin. We live in an uncertain world fraught with 
potential danger and imminent collapse. Each year of the present century has 
brought more examples of extreme weather, epic floods, seismic unrest, typhoons, 
pestilence, and war. Fear and foreboding are appropriate responses. We have 
cautionary tales of grim futures in abundance. 
 
Various titles on the bookshelves add to the increasing array of future disaster tales 
warning of climate change: of a world that is µSRVW-DSRFDO\SWLF¶µSRVW-KXPDQ¶RU
µZLWKRXWXV,¶DORQJZLWKXVHUPDQXDOVIRUFRSLQJZLWKµWKH end of the world as we 
know LW¶ Long-form investigative journalism has likewise been a source of dire 
warnings, as in (OL]DEHWK.ROEHUW¶V Field Notes from A Catastrophe and her more 
recent book The Sixth Extinction. -DPHV/RYHORFN¶VRevenge of Gaia (2006) 
describes bleak scenes of dwindling human populations struggling to reach a 
suitable habitat in the Arctic circle. $ODQ:HLVPDQ¶VThe World Without Us (2007) 
predicts the gradual deterioration and destruction of human artefacts, DQGQDWXUH¶V
eventual reclamation of urban environments, after an unnamed cataclysm (many 
scenarios are possible) that wipes out our species. He lingers aesthetically on the 
absurd spectacle of our artifacts of convenience ± the stainless steel saucepans with 
their plastic handles, the cars, the bridges ± surviving the creatures who made them. 
%LOO0F.LEEHQ¶VEaarth (2010) offers a vision of total ecological devastation, arguing 
that we are already two decades too late to avoid a cruelly inhospitable future.  
 
Many narratives about anthropogenic climate change have been framed in 
apocalyptic terms. If they offer any consolation, it is in the form of a call to arms, 
explicit or implied: we must try to stop this inhospitable future from happening. If 
recent decades have taught us anything, however, it is that humans do not seem 
built to pivot easily toward coordinated action ± and certainly not at the expense of 
short-term profit and convenience ± to avert disaster. Or at least, we do not seem 
inclined to be frightened into it. Tales of unmitigated doom and gloom may therefore 
have been of little effectiveness; or even have further embedded inaction. As 
Frederick Buell warns, we QHHGWREHZDU\RIWKHµGRPHVWLFDWLRQZLWKLQFULVLV¶DQG
LQVWHDGILQGZD\VRIµGZHOOLQJDFWLYHO\ZLWKLQ«FULVLV¶42 For cautionary tales to be 
effective, then, it seems they cannot merely spell out imminent disaster. They must 
offer the possibility of inhabiting the prevailing doom and gloom more purposefully; of 
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doing something with it. Even if it is the story to end all stories, the Anthropocene 
offers the prospect of working with and within the story as it unfolds.  
 
A Thousand and One Cautionary Tales 
 
They still hung suspended between catastrophe and paradise, spinning bluely 
in space like some terrible telenovela. Scheherazade was EarWK¶VPXVHLW
seemed; it was just one damn thing after another, always one more cliffhanger, 
FOLQJLQJWROLIHDQGVDQLW\E\WKHVNLQRIRQH¶VWHHWK[«]43 
 
2312.LP6WDQOH\5RELQVRQ¶VWDOHRIcosmic inhabitation, posits the troubled planet 
as a planet-sized cautionary tale ± µVRPHWHUULEOHWHOHQRYHOD¶± which, since it is in the 
UHDGHU¶VIXWXUHPLJKWVWLOOsuggest the possibility of evasive action. Of course, our 
oldest stories indicate that humanity has always been susceptible to catastrophe ± 
especially wherever we concentrate and settle. Biblical, mythical, and historical 
accounts (confirmed by recent scientific findings) indicate ancient cities¶ extreme 
vulnerability to flood, drought, and plague, as well as to an intermittently shaking 
ground. The masonry quilt of JerusDOHP¶VROGZDOOVVKRZVUHSHDWHGGDPDJHDQG
repair; it tells a story of destructions wrought not only by humans but by earthly 
tremors. The collapse of ancient urban civilisations is regularly attributed to climatic 
and geophysical disruptions.44 But the current situation is different: the shifts in earth 
systems we are experiencing now are rare enough LQWKH(DUWK¶V6 billion-year 
history; in the span of human history, they are without precedent. The potential for 
the sudden and catastrophic dislodgement of our settlements has never been 
greater; and yet we remain remarkably stubborn in how we build and how we live, 
ranging busily over our planetary-scaled construction site as if nothing had ever 
changed and never will. Why are severe warnings being ignored?  
 
Stories about cities are often stories about devastation ± cyclones, earthquakes, 
floods, plagues, tyranny, class warfare ± but they are also, usually, stories of 
endurance. Cities have the capacity to bounce back and cling on. Alongside 
narratives of folly and avoidable calamity there are tales of improbable survival. 
Making it through to the next retelling is something cities do well. Telling stories to 
survive, just as Scheherazade does in Tales of the 1001 Nights, is a constant theme 
for cities and city dwellers. Like the stories she tells, forestalling the cataclysm each 
night with an embroidery of complications, stories told about cities undergo myriad 
retellings generating further stories, alarming and compelling in equal measure. 1001 
Nights was also a favourite book of Cold War strategist and futurist Herman Kahn 
and discernible in the scenarios of his experimental epic narrative On 
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Thermonuclear War, published in 1960. .DKQ¶VVWRU\WHOOLQJLPSXOVHUDQJHs from 
quirky asides through GHWDLOVRIWKHµXQWKLQNDEOH¶VXFKDV lists of casualties of 
hypothetical nuclear war, to detailed analyses of the pageantry of World Wars I 
through VIII.  7KHERRN¶Vstructure of nested stories promised to continue ± no matter 
what ± with no end to the scenarios. A journalist remarked at the time, µ+HUPDQ.DKQ
may feel that, by inventing one Scenario after another, he is holding back the 
chanJHVWKDWZRXOGVHDORXUGRRP¶45 Scheherazade is still (DUWK¶VPXVH&LWLHVOLNH
stories, are provisional and open to constant revision and reinvention. Cities are 
unfinished stories. They prompt the question: µWhat next?¶ 
 
7KH$QWKURSRFHQHLVWKHVWRU\RIWKHKXPDQVSHFLHV¶changing attachment to Earth. 
It veers between precarious inhabitation and ruthless opportunism on a stranger-
than-fiction planet. With our accidental and unsettling advance into the 
Anthropocene, fearsome stories with the planetary at stake ± the earth-shattering, 
sky-falling and world-ending variety ± have renewed poignancy. Catastrophic events 
bring incommensurable times and scales into collision: geological time folding into 
the gestures and routines of everyday social life, the global invading the local, 
planetary energy bearing down on a city. Cautionary tales that evoke the cosmic 
dimensions of planetary inhabitation are ripe for retelling. They draw attention to the 
transformative power of stories ± ZKHUHWKLQJVPLJKWFKDQJHRUUHPDLQWKHVDPH«
or elsH« What stories can be told about an Anthropocene epoch in the making? 
How can they help with inhabiting the Anthropocene in more just, considerate and 
purposeful ways?  
 
Anthropocene unsettlements 
This book set out to comprehend the Anthropocene through the narratives that were 
the making of it. It presents a series of essays about Anthropocene unsettlements. It 
has charted an environmental history full of curfews, admonitions and alarms about 
dwelling on Earth ± the multiple warnings that announced that widespread 
environmental disarray was linked with human activity. These were accounts steered 
by frequent surprises and disasters; that revealed the restless and turbulent 
condition of the Earth. This story of getting to the Anthropocene is not simply a 
rebuke to humans about not heeding warnings. It is much more complex and messy. 
It is a story of trial and error, and more error. It concerns geopolitical struggles, 
alternative paths that might have been taken, and others that were considered and 
abandoned. The book recognizes the futility of attempts to frame the Anthropocene 
in terms of a unifying planetary history.46 Instead it posits µprovisional cities¶ as 
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exemplary sites for the Anthropocene. Each chapter focuses on cities, settlements 
and urbanisation in different states of crisis and disruption, real or hypothetical. The 
writing touches on WKHVHVLWHV¶inevitable entanglements with history, geology, and 
different (often incommensurable) ways of thinking what it is to be human; what it is 
to inhabit this fragile-resilient Earth.  
 
Chapter 1, Fossil Traces, reviews the stratigraphic case for the Anthropocene, and 
considers WKHLPSOLFDWLRQVIRUKXPDQLW\¶V planetary future. The present day is still 
oficially within the Holocene epoch. This chapter projects imaginatively millions of 
years into the future to uncover and contemplate the fossil traces that may remain as 
evidence of human VRFLHWLHV¶ disfigurement of the planet they have always depended 
upon. It reflects on the Anthropocene as a site of unparalleled human-induced 
µunconformity¶ LQ(DUWK¶VV\VWHPV, and also of human impasse. It explores how the 
most significant yet provisional human artefacts ± cities ± might be inscribed in the 
archive of deep time. 
 
Chapter 2, Disaster Zone, traces the existential and ontological threads of current 
thinking about catastrophic upheavals back to the Lisbon Earthquake of 1755. The 
eighteenth century also saw the beginning of modern period and is considered by 
some to be the start RIKXPDQLW\¶V fossil-fuelled trajectory towards its final geological 
inscription. Recent narratives of the Anthropocene as µa disaster read in the rocks¶ 
can be compared with the philosophical impact of the Lisbon earthquake on 
European society, in terms of the scale of cultural shift required to respond to 
increasingly volatile urban conditions.  
Chapter 3, Proving Ground, looks at the history of test sites for warfare and civil 
defense in the nuclear age, and the roles of military-scientific strategies and 
technological infrastructures in rehearsing the mass destruction of cities. The Cold 
War introduced the possibility of an age that could destroy itself, feeding an 
apocalyptic imaginary that has informed thinking about the Anthropocene. The 
development of emergency scenarios, proving grounds and test cities was part of an 
elaborate system of preparedness that was not just technological but narratological. 
The construction of bomb sites and testing of bombs necessitated the construction of 
nuclear fictions. These rehearsals for the end of the world, fueled by horror at its very 
possibility, served, ironically, to bring that scenario closer. 
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Chapter 4, Proxy World, travels to the ends of the Earth in pursuit of an 
experimental, inhospitable, off-limits site: a place that is beyond the pale of most 
human practices of inhabitation, and yet one of the most intensely monitored on 
Earth. Antarctica accommodates research laboratories that are world observatories, 
fragile spaceship-like bubbles of habitability that appear as clumsy scars on the 
landscape they are there to document. It has been the key warning site for the 
Anthropocene: ozone holes; glacial melt; ice-shelf collapse. Antarctica stands in for 
all the places we can¶WUHDFKRUGRQ¶WXQGHUVWDQG ± it is the most extraterritorial and 
extraterrestrial place on Earth.  
 
Chapter 5, Bounded Planet, explores the ways in which planet Earth has been 
conceived of as a spaceship, conveying our species through the cosmos and 
SURYLGLQJDµOLIHVXSSRUW¶V\VWHPVXEMHFWWRVWULFWERXQGDULHVDQGOLPLWV± including, 
perhaps, a limited carrying capacity. The notion of Spaceship Earth helped to 
HVWDEOLVKWKHLGHDWKDWKXPDQLW\¶Vhome planet was a temporary and fragile 
biospheric environment that would need our careful attention to maintain. This idea 
was important to the popular environmentalist movements of the 1960s and 70s and 
KDVLQVSLUHGFRQWHPSRUDU\WKLQNLQJRQµSODQHWDU\ERXQGDULHV¶± an accessory 
concept to the Anthropocene. µ6SDFHVKLS(DUWK¶also inspired ideas for space 
colonies ±closed, Earth-like environments, which would allow humanity ± or a select 
minority ± to escape this planet and its troubles altogether. 
 
Chapter 6, Monster Earth, addresses geoengineering: the range of ambitious and 
often disturbing schemes currently under consideration for global-scale, technology-
driven interventions into Earth¶VFRPSOH[systems. Mostly speculative, but 
increasingly within our technological grasp, geoengineering is a process of 
intentional Earth-alteration that reifies the entire planet as an object of 
experimentation and control. It is presented as the technological fix that can save 
humanity from the environmental crisis that our species engineered in the first place. 
It also puts us at risk by sustaining a dream of human mastery of the environment in 
the face of increasing evidence that Earth has the capacity to humble humanity at a 
stroke, even to our destruction.  
 
Chapter 7, Temporary Home discusses the precarious contemporary condition of 
human unsettlement. Tent cities across the world are strained to bursting as we 
attempt to contain large-scale geopolitical upheavals which, increasingly, show signs 
of having ecological origins. Citizens are stranded in the wreckage of cities 
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devastated by flooding, earthquakes and drought, unable to rebuild, unable to move 
on. In the context of a climate that humans are actively changing, catastrophic 
environmental change and unsettlement may well become more familiar in the 
future, as the so-called Anthropocene epoch unfolds. It suggests inhabiting this crisis 
± the transition or interval between the Holocene and the Anthropocene ± with a 
renewed sense of responsibility and hospitality, an attentiveness to the limits of 
human agency, and a spirit of cooperation without which it will be difficult to endure.  
 
 
Cautionary tales for the time-being 
One of the most intriguing things about the Anthropocene warning is that it is 
provisional. As a proposed geological term naming a stratum of the Earth, it may not 
meet the stringent requirements of stratigraphers. Even if it is formally adopted, 
µ$QWKURSRFHQH¶DOZD\VDOUHDG\KDVWKHSRWential to be superceded by the next 
geological epoch-naming. As a story FDOOHGµWKH$QWKURSRFHQH,¶it is a container for 
divergent narratives of a radically uncertain future; for we have no real idea of what 
is going to happen next or how we should respond. In other words, this moment of 
paradoxical hubris ± of proposing to name a geological boundary event for 
anthropos, that may only be legible in the world after humans ± may well be short 
lived.  
 
While the Anthropocene thesis has been a success insofar as it it has provoked 
widespread debate, in the longer term it just might not catch on, or there might be 
some better ideas on the horizon. It remains to be seen whether it will be accepted 
as an official geological term or consigned to the same heap as other words that 
have attempted to describe the planetary force of humans ± for example, 
µQRRVSKHUH¶µDQWKURSR]RLF¶DQGµDQWKURFHQH.¶47 It is as yet a nascent concept. It is 
also one that has its own end in sight: a term with obsolescence built in. And one 
with such wide-ranging implications, for human life and for the planet we call home. 
It is also remarkably accommodating of interdisciplinary analysis. This scientific 
proto-concept has strayed into areas beyond geology and stratigraphy, prompting 
innovations of social, cultural, political and philosophical thought about dynamic 
Earth processes and the humans who are vulnerable to them. As one review of the 
new epoch-naming puts it, µ>7@KH$QWKURSRFHQHDSSHDUVDVDURXJKSODFH-holder for 
an undefined and arguably unprecedented historical condition underpinned by 
environmental uncertainties, which demand critical re-assessments of how material 
engagements take form, hold fast, and/or bUHDNDSDUWLQVSDFHDQGWKURXJKWLPH¶48 
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Regardless of the eventual decision (to be delivered by one particular discipline - 
Geology), the deliberations of an Anthropocene epoch offer an opportunity to revise 
our terms. This geological boundary-crossing creates the space to hesitate, to pay 
attention, and to rethink human-planetary engagement, for the time being. 
 
The Anthropocene warning nevertheless comes with its own pitfalls and faultlines. It 
troubles the identification and articulation of a world whose social, political and 
physical parameters are changing faster than our capacity to process change. It 
evokes the sense of present precariousness, even impasse. Yet the Anthropocene is 
as much a provocation as it is a lament. It suggests an experimental and 
transformative approach to Earth pasts, presents and futures that simultaneously 
demands the exercise of caution. As a cautionary tale in and of itself, it administers 
µD massive jolt to the imagination¶49 that prompts the need to think again and act 
differently. The Anthropocene may well be the brief moment in time where it is still 
possible to talk as if what we do now might matter and could make a difference to 
the future. It may be the last time we are able to talk about the future at all. For, in 
the grandest of narratives, we may have already and unwittingly written ourselves 
out of the story. Telling stories that matter, even if they are scary ones, is therefore 
the theme of this book. 
 
Like all discussions of the Anthropocene, this book offers only a provisional 
investigation. It is an invitation to unexpected futures and changing stories. It asks 
that we try to imagine how we might yet get to grips with the Holocene-Anthropocene 
interim for our cities in the making. Stories about Anthropocene unsettlements reveal 
a complicated history of humans as inventive, negligent, recalcitrant, misguided, and 
imperilled. Paradoxically, stories about the Anthropocene can open up less 
anthropocentric ways of understanding materiality, making visible the eternal but 
often ignored proximity of the geological, and non-human, and human life. As 
Doreen Massey reflects, µEHDULQJLQPLQGWKHPRYHPHQWRIWKHURFNVERWKVSDFH
and landscape could be imagined as provisionally intertwined simultaneities of 
RQJRLQJXQILQLVKHGVWRULHV¶50 Anthropocene tales are not merely human. They are 
imagined through intimacy with incalculable temporalities, frighteningly dynamic 
entities and ecological precariousness. This book asks what narratives are needed in 
this provisional time of human settlement ± tentatively termed the Anthropocene ± to 
equip humanity to thrive, or at least survive, in a future that is uncertain. Isabelle 
6WHQJHUV¶In Catastrophic Times reflects on tangled histories of scientific projects 
gone awry: µ:KDWLVSURSHUWRHYHU\HYHQWLVWKDWLWEULQJVWKHIXWXUHWKDWZLOOLQKHULW
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IURPLWLQWRFRPPXQLFDWLRQZLWKDSDVWQDUUDWHGGLIIHUHQWO\¶51 Tuning into the 
catastrophic world we are living in now through the idea of the Anthropocene 
suggests that it is no longer possible to expect to maintain the status quo, nor is it 
any longer viable to treat the world simply as a resource for human use. The 
Anthropocene is an uncanny tale that sets both its tellers and its listeners adrift ± 
unsettled, yet somehow still µDWKRPH.¶For the time being, this book argues, we still 
need cautionary tales. 
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